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Social	 media	 increases	 transparency	 and	 inclusiveness	 in	 organizational	 strategizing	 by	
widening	 engagement	with	 strategy	 content	 and	 participants.	 However,	 our	 study	 shows	
that	 just	 relying	 on	 the	 feedback	 features	 of	 social	 media	 is	 not	 sufficient	 for	 an	 open	
strategy	 approach.	 Instead,	 emergent	 feedback	 from	 social	 media	 use	 leads	 to	 tensions	
initially	 between	 the	 participatory	 nature	 of	 the	 technology	 and	 extant	 management	










Strategy	 is	 both	 a	 statement	 of	 intent	 and	 a	 process	 by	which	 that	 intent	 is	 formed	 and	
performed	by	members	of	organizations.	 The	ownership	of	 these	 two	aspects	of	 strategy	
has	 traditionally	 been	 with	 elite	 groups	 within	 organizations	 (Hambrick,	 2007,	 Pettigrew,	
1992).	However,	the	rise	of	social	media	as	a	platform	for	open	communication	and	wider	
engagement	 in	 organizational	 discourse	 has	 shifted	 attention	 to	more	 collective	 views	 of	
strategy	(Seidl	and	Whittington,	2014,	Whittington,	2006).		
	
Formalized	 strategy	may	 still	 be	managed	 from	 the	 top	 in	many	 organizations	 but	 social	
media	is	adding	pressure	to	make	this	process	more	porous	and	open	to	informal	activity	at	
the	 grassroots	 level	 and	 throughout	 (and	 even	 beyond)	 individual	 organizations.	 This	 is	
particularly	 relevant	 as	 the	 younger	 generation	 of	 “digital	 natives”	 (Helsper	 and	 Eynon,	
2009)	 become	 more	 dominant	 given	 their	 aptitude	 to	 use	 social	 media	 to	 engage	 and	




reshapes	 patterns	 of	 communication	 from	 univocal	 into	 multivocal	 organizational	
environments	 (Huang	 et	 al.,	 2014,	 2015).	 Social	 media	 is	 intrinsic	 to	 knowledge	
management	 (von	 Krogh,	 2012),	 knowledge	 reuse	 (Majchrzak	 et	 al.,	 2013),	 distributed	
leadership	 (Sutanto	 et	 al.,	 2011),	 and	 in	 facilitating	 interaction	 and	 internal	 collaboration	
(Razmerita	et	al.,	2014).	However,	it	is	the	increased	visibility	of	what	others	know	through	




and	participation,	as	well	as	a	more	visible	 line	of	sight	 to	strategy	 (Haefliger	et	al.	2011).	
Social	media	can	have	therefore	the	ability	to	extend	reach	and	richness	in	the	making	and	




strategy	 is	 visible,	 and	 when	 and	 how	 individuals	 are	 able	 to	 participate	 in	 creating	 and	
shaping	 practices	 and	 content	 of	 strategic	 significance.	 It	 adds	 reach	 and	 volume	 of	




with	 strategic	 impact	 within	 organizations,	 some	 of	 which	 have	 not	 been	 recognized	 as	
being	 sufficiently	 close	 to	 the	 practice	 of	 strategy	 (Bechky	 2011).	 This	 broader	 view	 of	
strategy	 reflects	 the	 growing	 number	 of	 modern	 work	 environments	 where	 strategy	
practice	 is	 shifting	 from	being	 “exclusive	 and	 secretive”	 to	 becoming	more	 “inclusive	 and	
transparent”	(Whittington	et	al.,	2011	p.	538).	The	issue	is	then	how	increasing	inclusiveness	
(broader	 involvement	 of	 stakeholders)	 and	 transparency	 (wider	 access	 to	 content	 and	




group	 of	 top	 managers	 (Pettigrew,	 1992,	 Hambrick,	 2007)	 by	 opening-up	 the	 potential	
involvement	 to	 other	 echelons	 in	 the	 organization,	 notably	 middle	 managers	 (Floyd	 and	
Wooldridge,	 1994,	 Wooldridge	 and	 Floyd,	 1990).	 Adding	 transparency	 can	 also	 be	
problematic	because	it	creates	conditions	for	equal	voice	and	access	to	rhetorical	resources	
by	all	members	of	the	organization	(Huang	et	al.,	2013),	challenging	for	example	the	status	
of	 middle	 management	 because	 they	 no	 longer	 moderate	 and	 intermediate	 knowledge	
exchanges.	 This	 echoes	 Bruhn	 and	 Ahlers	 (2013)	who	 note	 the	 importance	 of	 integrating	






2011).	With	 further	 ramifications	on	 the	democratisation	of	 strategy	by	establishing	agile,	
responsive	and	capable	organizations	(Doz	and	Kosonen,	2008	a,b),	crowdsourcing	strategy	



















concepts	of	open	participation	 in	organizational	 strategizing.	We	then	 report	on	our	main	
findings,	 providing	 evidence	 of	 tensions	 and	 capability	 development	 in	 the	 organizations	
studied.	 In	 our	 analysis	 section	we	 then	 review	 and	 conceptualize	 the	 dynamic	 nature	 of	
capability	development	by	adding	reflexiveness	as	a	third	dimension	to	Whittington	et	al.’s	
(2011)	model	of	open	strategy.	Drawing	on	Gorli	et	al.	(2015),	we	suggest	that	this	capability	
embodies	 the	 process	 of	 integrating	 open	 and	 emergent	 feedback	 into	 the	 structural	
arrangements	of	organizations.	Our	conceptualization	of	the	reflexiveness	capability	is	a	key	
contribution	of	our	study.	Lastly,	we	reflect	on	the	potential	 for	this	capability	to	shift	the	




We	 commenced	 with	 a	 systematic	 and	 comprehensive	 review	 of	 case	 material	 publicly	
available	 such	 as	 blog	 posts,	 online	magazines,	 news,	 industry	 reports,	 company	 reports,	
white	 papers,	 etc.	 This	 gave	 us	 a	 broad	 basis	 to	 understand	 the	 emerging	 use	 of	 social	
media	in	organizations.	More	particularly,	the	aim	was	to	capture	salient,	current	examples	
of	 the	 expansion	 of	 social	 media	 into	 processes	 of	 strategizing.	 This	 was	 achieved	 by	
analysing	the	social	media	features	used	(column	1)	and	their	specific	strategic	use	(column	














































































































































































replacing	 traditional	 approaches	 to	 strategy	 development	 that	 had	 often	 been	 based	
previously	on	paper	communication	and	face-to-face	meetings.	This	analysis	showed	a	wide	
range	of	social	media	features	being	used	within	organizations	such	as	blogging	platforms,	
commenting,	 activity	 streaming,	 social	 networking,	 internal	 twitter,	 videocasting,	 online	
forums	 and	 chats,	 wiki	 editing,	 voting	 systems,	 ideation	 and	 collaborative	 platforms.	 It	
showed	 that	 these	 online	 services	 were	 increasingly	 used	 to	 engage	 employees	 in	
organizational	activity	and	decision	making	(Razmerita	et	al.,	2014).	 In	certain	cases,	social	
media	 were	 more	 deeply	 embedded,	 and	 effectively	 replaced	 traditional	 forms	 of	
organizational	participation,	 and	 in	 this	way	 social	media	became	a	 significant	 influencing	
factor	over	the	strategic	outlook	of	these	organizations	(Haefliger	et	al.,	2011).	
	
In	 these	organizations,	 strategic	 activity	was	 shifting	 from	“analogue”	processes	based	on	




sharing	 documents	 (Whittington,	 2006;	 Whittington	 et	 al.,	 2006),	 towards	 new	 “digital”	
forms	of	strategic	engagement	and	participation	based	on	social	media	(Stieger	et	al.,	2012).	
Figure	 1	 captures	 this	 finding	 by	 showing	 the	 increasing	 influence	 of	 social	 media	 over	
traditional	 approaches	 to	managing	 strategy	 (Whittington	 2006,	Whittington	 et	 al.	 2011,	
Jarzabkowski	and	Kaplan	2014,	Haefliger	et	al.	2011).	The	concentric	circles	represent	this	










organizational	 strategizing.	 In	 other	 words,	 to	 explore	 further	 this	 shift	 towards	 more	
participative	forms	of	engagement	and	its	potential	to	open-up	strategy	content	and	modify	
strategy	 practices	 in	 organizations.	 This	 led	 us	 to	 explore	 how	 social	media	 created	 new	
dynamics	 of	 interaction	 and	 placed	 pressure	 on	 organizations	 to	 manage	 emergent	
feedback	from	a	much	greater	number	stakeholders	and	media	(Hienerth	et	al.,	2011,	Aral	
et	al.,	2013)	with	regard	to	strategic	issues.	In	our	study,	we	found	different	approaches	to	




To	 understand	 this	 phenomenon	 it	 is	 essential	 to	 define	 and	 interpret	 the	 inherent	
characteristics	of	social	media.	Social	media	is	not	a	singular	technology.	Rather,	it	is	a	broad	
category	that	includes	various	types	of	online	services	that	add	the	ability	for	interactive	and	
participative	 communication	 within	 social	 settings	 that	 form	 organizations.	 They	 are	








individuals,	whereas	 the	 essence	 of	 social	media	 is	 based	 on	 providing	 high	 visibility	 and	
open	participation.	At	the	practical	level,	social	media	add	features	that	enable	for	example	
the	 seamless	 sharing,	 commenting,	 responding,	 syndicating	 and	 interacting	 with	 content	
(text,	 voice	 and	 video)	 and	 connecting	with	 others,	 and	 follow	 and	 interacting	with	 their	
activity	 streams	 (Kaplan	 and	Haenlein	 2010,	 Kietzmann	et	 al.,	 2011)	 –	 see	 Table	 1.	 Social	
media	therefore	provide	a	malleable	platform,	which	is	inherently	organic,	free-flowing	and	
built	 to	 support	 dynamic	 and	 emergent	 feedback	 loops	 of	 communication	within	 a	 social	
group.		
	
Within	 organizations	 social	 media	 afford	 new	 types	 and	 patterns	 of	 communication	 and	
interactions,	and	have	the	potential	 to	 impact	on	 its	structure,	governance	and	organizing	
principles	 (Leonardi	et	al.,	2013,	Vaast	and	Kaganer	2013,	Treem	and	Leonardi	2012).	The	
dynamic	 feedback	 loops	 that	 emerge	 through	 wider	 participation	 in	 strategic	 activity	 via	
social	 media	 can	 initially	 be	 in	 tension	 with	 extant	 formal	 structures	 and	 norms	 within	
organizations.	 However,	 organizations	 learn	 to	manage	 and	 harness	 feedback	 as	 a	 useful	
resource.	In	so	doing	they	become	inherently	more	reflexive	and	able	to	move	towards	an	
organizational	 environment	 where	 there	 is	 wider	 participation	 and	 engagement	 in	 the	
shape	of	and	direction	of	the	strategy.	Gorli	et	al.	(2015,	p.3)	suggest	that	the	environment	
within	an	organization	 is	 reflexive	when	 it	 gives	 “managers	and	practitioners	occasions	 to	
reflect	on	their	systems	of	action,	so	that	their	imagination,	inventiveness	and	enterprise	can	
take	wing.”	Social	media	stimulates	this	reflexivity	as	a	new	capability	in	organizations.	The	




managerial	 system”	with	the	potential	 to	contribute	 for	strategy	practice	 to	be	 inherently	
more	reflexive	(Wilson	and	Jarzabkowski	2004,	p.	15).	
	
Reflexiveness	–	 the	ability	 to	be	 reflexive	–	 is	a	 social	 concept	 that	 refers	 to	 the	ability	 to	
integrate	analysis	of	ourselves	 in	 thinking	and	action.	At	 the	 individual	 level	 it	means	self-
introspection	and	self-awareness	but,	in	social	settings,	it	involves	interaction	with	others	in	
the	 context	 of	 established	 norms	 within	 a	 social	 group.	 Thus,	 within	 organizations	 this	
capability	 requires	 feedback	 systems	 and	 refers	 to	 the	 ability	 of	 employees	 to	 apply	
practical	 reflexivity	 (Cunliffe,	A.,	2002)	 to	give	 them	structural	conditions	 to	be	authors	of	
their	 own	 workplace	 and	 play	 an	 active	 role	 in	 the	 daily	 “production,	 reproduction	 and	
transformation	of	their	work	processes”	 (Gorli	et	al.,	2015,	p.3).	Accordingly,	organizations	
with	 low	 reflexivity	 only	 allow	 for	 low	 levels	 of	 agency	 in	 changing	 established	 social	
structure.	In	contrast,	organizations	with	high	reflexivity	allow	for	high	levels	of	agency	and	
give	 individuals	 better	 ability	 to	 shape	 norms	 and	 structures	 of	 their	 own	 environment	 -	
which	 is	 what	 Gorli	 et	 al.	 (2015)	 say	 develops	 the	 ability	 for	 individual	 and	 collective	
authorship	or	in	other	words	“make	sense	of,	and	shape	their	organizational	practices”.	This	
then	 gives	 individuals	 an	 opportunity	 “to	 perceive	 and	 pursue	 specific	 opportunities	 for	
influencing	organizations	and	their	contexts”	which	is	a	shift	from	conventional	approaches	








To	 find	 evidence	 of	 social	 media	 use	 in	 organizational	 activity	 with	 strategic	 reach	 we	
started	with	 a	wide	 review	 of	 industry	 reports	 by	 systematically	 collecting	 any	 source	 of	
case	material	reported	in	the	press	as	noted	above.	Our	efforts	were	strengthened	by	one	
of	 the	 co-authors	 who	 is	 immersed	 in	 the	 social	 media	 field	 and	 is	 well	 informed	 of	 its	






collection	 gathered	 primary	 data	 and	 used	 semi-structured	 interviews.	 Informants	 were	
selected	as	they	were	responsible	for,	and	embedded-in,	the	running	of	social	media	driven	





of	which	were	deemed	 to	be	 a	 rich	 source	of	 data	 (Easterby-Smith	et	 al.,	 2012)	 and	 give	
good	coverage	of	organization’s	social	media-led	initiatives.	Our	initial	search	revealed	data	
on	50	cases	of	organizations	using	social	media	in	support	of	strategic	initiatives.	Following	
initial	 coding	of	 these	data,	we	 identified	35	cases	across	29	organizations	which	met	 the	
twofold	criteria	of	 social	media	use	 in	our	context:	1)	being	 in-use	 (cases	were	 rejected	 if	
they	were	using	‘primitive’	technologies	(Whittington	et	al.,	2011)),	and	2)	were	serving	as	
the	 driver	 for	 open	 strategy	 (i.e.	 social	 media	 were	 aimed	 at	 increasing	 inclusion	 and	





achieved.	 These	 were	 written-up	 as	 vignettes	 to	 provide	 “systematically	 elaborated	
descriptions	 of	 concrete	 situations”	 (Schoenberg	 and	 Ravdal,	 2000)	 which	 enabled	 us	 to	
collate	and	contrast	different	approaches	to	open	strategy.	The	aim	was	to	capture	existing	




The	 second	 phase	 of	 data	 collection	 drew	 on	 interviews	 as	 a	 method	 to	 access	 rich,	
experiential	accounts	of	social	media	technologies	in-use	and	open	strategy	initiatives.	Our	
aim	 was	 to	 gain	 first-hand,	 experiential	 accounts	 of	 how	 social	 media	 are	 deployed	 in	
support	of	open	strategizing.	We	conducted	extended,	semi-structured	 interviews	with	10	
respondents	 from	 7	 different	 organizations	 (around	 30	 hours	 of	 audio	 recording	 were	
transcribed	verbatim).	The	7	organizations	were	selected	from	the	pool	of	cases	gathered	in	
the	first	phase	of	the	empirical	work.	The	transcripts	were	analysed	first	independently	and	
then	 jointly	 by	 the	 authors	 to	 capture	 the	 themes	 and	 experiences	 shared	 by	 our	
respondents.	The	themes	were	used	as	first	order	codes,	which	were	subsequently	used	to	






feature	 in	 our	 preliminary	 findings	 in	 Table	 1.	 However,	 in	 table	 2,	we	 analyse	 new	 field	






Xchanging	 9,000	 employees	 in	 12	
global	 locations,	Technology	
services	
Known	 to	 have	 recently	
implemented	 social	 media	 with	
significant	 impact	 on	 the	 practices	
and	culture	of	the	organization.	
Global	 Head	 of	 Internal	
Communications	
Virgin	Media	 14,000	 employees,	 UK-
based	Telecommunications	
Reported	as	a	case	study	for	having	





HSBC	 265,000	 employees,	 Global	
with	 UK	 HQ,	 Financial	
services	
Widely	 reported	 listening	 in	
programme	 encouraging	
employees	 to	 voice	 concerns	 and	
open	up	to	senior	management		
Global	 Head	 of	 Insight,	








social	 media	 internally,	 with	 an	






IBM	Studio	 Several	 hubs	 in	 large	 cities,	
operates	 as	 subsidiary	 of	


























The	 interviews	revealed	how	social	media	are	used,	and	how	gradually	 they	contribute	 to	








in	 firms	 (cases	 drawn	 from	 secondary	 data)	 as	 well	 as	 granular	 examples	 anchored	 in	
strategic	 praxis	 (interviews).	 This	 approach	 enabled	 us	 to	 give	 situated	 accounts	 of	
organizational	 practices	 positioned	 in	 a	 broader	 context	 of	 social	 media	 usage.	 We	
investigated	multiple	 cases,	 using	 complementary	methods	 of	 data	 collection,	 seeking	 to	
identify	common	features	of	strategizing	and	strategic	praxis	supported	by	social	media.	The	













the	 functioning	of	 the	environment	 that	 they	belong	 to,	which	 leads	 to	 tensions	between	
new	 forms	of	participation	and	established	 structures	and	norms	 in	 the	organization.	Our	
findings	suggest	that	organizations	develop	new	capabilities	in	response	to	these	tensions.	
We	conceptualize	these	tensions	and	related	capabilities	and	reflect	on	how	they	ultimately	





The	 growing	 adoption	 of	 social	 media	 within	 the	 organizations	 studied	 created	 new	 and	





them.	 This	 feedback	 feature	 was	 associated	 with	 a	 new	 culture	 of	 interaction	 between	
senior	 leaders	and	employees,	and	both	 the	content	and	 interaction	were	gradually	more	





pile	 in	 and	 ask	 them	 questions.	 They	 were	 very	 open	 questions	 that	 they	 were	
expected	 to	 respond	 to	 on	 the	 spot,	 so	 a	 completely	 different	 culture,	 and	 really	
showing	people	that	the	C	suite	are	accessible."		
	
Feedback	 was	 also	 becoming	 part	 of	 the	 way	 of	 working	 among	 employees	 through	 the	
adoption	of	 social	networking,	 instant	messaging	and	activity	 streaming.	For	example,	 the	




followers	 will	 be	 notified	 that	 I’ve	 been	 interactive	 with	 this	 article.	 This	 is	 really	
interesting	 because	 normally	 I	 would	 never	 go	 to	 the	 IT	 intranet	 but	 now	 I	 follow	










organizations	 we	 noticed	 the	 need	 to	 follow	 a	 more	 formal	 approach	 to	 managing	 new	
feedback	 from	 social	 media.	 For	 example,	 HSBC	 created	 a	 structured	 programme,	 called	
Exchange	to	stimulate	feedback	and	engagement	with	employees	and	more	specifically	to	
“put	 employees	 in	 a	 position	 where	 they	 have	 the	 freedom	 and	 the	 trust	 to	 talk	 about	
anything	 they	 want	 to	 talk	 about.”	 Feedback	 from	 employees	 under	 this	 program	 was	








A	more	 complex	 form	of	 feedback	was	 anonymous	 posting.	 Philips’	 social	media	 channel	
called	 “Office	 World”	 allowed	 totally	 anonymous	 feedback.	 This	 feedback	 feature	
complemented	other	forms	of	social	media	feedback,	but	allowed	employees	to	raise	issues	
they	 otherwise	 would	 not	 without	 the	 safety	 of	 anonymous	 posting.	 The	 Digital	
Communication	Manager	at	Philips	described	the	use	of	this	service:	
	
"…	 everybody	 with	 a	 Philips’	 email	 address	 can	 sign	 up	 for	 employee	 feedback	









As	 identified	 previously,	 the	 adoption	 of	 social	 media	 can	 bring	 unprecedented	 levels	 of	
feedback	and	dialogue	to	organizational	 life.	 It	also	sets	new	expectations	of	participation	
and	 engagement	 in	 increasingly	 important	 and	 strategic	 aspects	 of	 the	 organization.	
Tensions	 emerge	 when	 the	 structures	 of	 organizations	 are	 then	 in	 opposition	 to	 these	
expectations	 of	 participation.	 We	 conceptualize	 four	 types	 of	 tensions	 experienced	 by	





they	 start	 to	 engage	 with	 social	 media	 and	 feedback	 features	 but	 realize	 that	 their	










have	a	 voice	but	only	 if	 you	 say	what	we	want	 you	 to	 say’.	 If	 you’re	going	 to	give	
them	a	voice,	 then	you	have	 to	 listen.	 I	 think	we’ve	given	 them	the	voice	and	now	
we’re	learning	to	listen,	but	actively	listen,	and	that’s	the	difference	…”		
	
She	 further	 reflected	on	 the	more	structural	 implications	of	 this	 tension.	Employees	were	
happy	 to	 engage	 with	 organizational	 discourse	 but	 expected	 in	 return	 their	 voice	 and	
contribution	 to	 be	 acknowledged	 and	 purposefully	 considered.	 This	 is	 illustrated	 in	 the	
following	quote			
	
“As	people	get	braver	and	start	 to	ask	questions	of	 the	senior	 leaders	around	their	









social	 media.	 Typically,	 this	 means	 that	 greater	 inclusiveness	 provides	 conditions	 for	 all	
employees	 to	 contribute	 and	 participate	 in	 organizational	 discourse	 through	 social	media	
tools.	However,	frustration	emerges	from	this	situation	when	management	fails	to	allow	the	
expression	 of	 conflicting	 views	 or	 are	 seen	 to	 not	 be	 engaging	 with	 employee	 views.	













"They’re	 trying	 to	create	 this	 fast	moving	environment…	but	based	still	around	this	
very	 slow	 moving,	 large	 organization.	 So	 there’s	 this	 little	 hub	 that’s	 working	 to	










is	 perhaps	 the	 most	 precarious	 of	 all	 because	 the	 expectations	 of	 participation	 are	 the	




Tension	 4	 therefore	 is	 also	 associated	 with	 tensions	 between	 the	 open	 nature	 of	 social	
media	 and	 established	 more	 closed	 and	 hierarchical	 structures.	 For	 example,	 where	
employees	 contribute	 openly	 to	 strategic	 discourse,	 but	 senior	 executives	 still	 retain	
discretion	and	control	of	what	and	how	employees	contribute	to	discourse	around	strategy	
content.	Thus	a	disconnect	may	arise	between	open	feedback	and	the	structures	supporting	
the	 strategic	 development	 of	 the	 organization.	 Tension	 4	 is	 fostered	 by	 the	 existence	 of	
open	 communication,	 but	 without	 the	 associated	 redistribution	 of	 power	 and	 reward	
structures.	Whittington	et	al.	(2011,	p.	535)	allude	to	this	when	they	say	that		
	
“Inclusion	 and	 transparency	 do	 not	 extend	 to	 the	 transfer	 of	 decision	 rights	 with	























The	effect	of	 these	 tensions	 in	 the	 long-run	was	 that	organizations	adjusted	 their	 internal	
structures	 to	 accommodate	 the	 new	 forms	 of	 interaction	 and	 feedback.	 Various	
adjustments	 were	 visible	 at	 various	 levels	 in	 the	 organizations	 studied	 but	 they	 had	 in	






suggest	 that	 the	 development	 of	 reflexiveness	 enabled	 organizations	 to	 successfully	
integrate	 emergent	 feedback	 from	 social	 media	 and	 harness	 advantages	 arising	 from	
engagement	 in	 open	 strategy	 initiatives.	We	 characterize	 three	 stages	 in	 the	 progression	
towards	 gaining	 this	 new	 capability:	 1)	 feedback	 accepted	 as	 valuable	 resource;	 2)	
developing	formalized	structures	to	sustain	open	behaviours	and;	3)	strategic	integration.	
	
The	 first	 stage	 arises	 from	structural	 adjustments	 in	 response	 to	 tension	1,	 specifically	 to	
the	 initial	emergence	of	 feedback	 features	 in	organizations	 that	social	media	provide.	The	
main	characteristic	of	this	stage	is	the	internal	recognition	that	feedback	from	social	media	
as	 a	 new	 resource	 that	 has	 value,	 needs	 attention	 and	 requires	 management.	 This	






Another	 characteristic	 of	 increased	 reflexiveness	 is	 the	 stronger	 signals	 to	 encourage	 and	
stimulate	open	and	unmoderated	feedback	from	various	areas	of	organizations.	This	type	of	
feedback	 through	 social	 media	 is	 inherently	 emergent	 and	 unprompted,	 so	 outside	 the	




through	 employee	 surveys	 for	 example,	 and	 so	 it	 requires	 new	 approaches.	 At	 HSBC	 the	
Exchange	 programme	was	 created	 to	 signal	 and	 create	 an	environment	 for	 employees	 to	
provide	unrestricted	feedback.		
	









Stage	one	encompasses	the	 initial	phases	of	 the	organization	becoming	aware	of	 the	new	






accompanied	 by	 formalized	 techniques	 to	 monitor	 the	 use	 of	 social	 media	 for	 sharing,	
collaborating	 and	 social	 networking	 for	 example.	 Some	 organizations	 then	 used	 this	
information	 as	 part	 of	 the	 reward	 structures	 for	 employees,	 so	 that	 they	 were	 directly	
incentivized	 to	 engage	 with	 feedback	 features	 with	 strategic	 significance	 in	 their	





who	 have	 the	 highest	 response	 rate,	 the	 most	 active	 members.	 This	 is	 a	 really	
popular	tool	for	the	group	admins."		
	
Other	 organizations	 had	 also	 developed	 advanced	 systems	 to	measure	 engagement	 with	
feedback	features.	At	Atos	for	example	the	Group	Chief	Change	Office	referred	to	a	new	and	




of	 reactions,	 the	 number	 of	 posts,	 the	 number	 of	 people	who	 subscribe	 and	a	 few	




















received	 fifty-one	 great	 contributions	 and	 two	 very	meaningful	 innovations.	 I	 have	




However,	 there	 were	 organizations	 that	 demonstrated	 more	 advanced	 characteristics	 of	
reflexiveness	where	feedback	was	fully	incorporated	into	the	norms	and	ways	of	working	in	
the	 organization,	 but	 also	 began	 to	 shape	 deeper	 aspects	 of	 the	 organization	 such	 as	
trusting	attitudes	and	behaviour,	leadership	styles	and	culture.	These	are	the	characteristics	
of	stage	three	in	the	development	of	reflexiveness	which	emerge	in	response	to	tension	4.	
In	 these	 organizations	 feedback	 was	 not	 just	 integral	 to	 the	 normal	 functioning	 but	 was	
starting	to	shape	and	influence	management	styles,	governance	structures	and	strategy.		
	
Linking	 feedback	 from	 social	 media	 with	 organizational	 strategy	 is	 a	 sign	 of	 a	 reflexive	
organization	 where	 strategy	 is	 more	 than	 a	 statement	 from	 senior	 management,	 to	 be	









people	 [employees]	are	asking	questions	 for	a	good	 reason,	and	 they	have	 things	 I	





in	 leadership	 style	 and	management	 approaches.	 Leaders	 that	 operate	more	 consistently	
with	the	participative	nature	of	the	environment	developed	recognition	and	notoriety	and	
become	 more	 influential,	 and	 ultimately	 rise	 in	 the	 organization.	 This	 shift	 to	 form	












Further,	 we	 noted	 that	 this	 shift	 in	 leadership	 was	 reinforced	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Exchange	
programme	discussed	previously,	and	other	structural	changes	at	HSBC.	The	following	quote	
captures	 this	 link	 between	 leadership	 and	 a	 wider	 movement	 towards	 a	 more	 reflexive	
environment	in	the	bank.	
	
“Antonio	 [CEO	 of	 HSBC]	 runs	 a	 blog	 called	 Connected.	 People	 have	 no	 problem	
speaking	 up	 on	 his	 blog.	 That’s	 got	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 social	media	 though	 and	 I	
think	 this	 is	where	people	get	 things	confused.	That	 is	 to	do	with	Antonio.	The	one	
thing	that	he’s	made	crystal	clear	as	part	of	his	leadership	is	that	no	one	is	ever	going	
to	 be	 told	 to	 shut	 up.	 I	 think	 there	 has	 been	 something	 that	 has	 subliminally	
happened	 through	Exchange.	 Like	 I	have	heard	people	 say,	 ‘I’m	part	of	a	 speak	up	
culture,	 I’m	 going	 to	 voice	 this,	 and	 I’m	 not	 going	 to	 wait	 for	 Exchange’.	 That’s	




Sacha	Romanovitch,	was	 linked	to	her	growing	profile	and	ability	 to	engage	and	 influence	
through	social	media.	The	Senior	Manager	for	National	Communications	at	Grant	Thornton	
characterized	her	 as	“the	 very	definition	of	 a	 social	 CEO”.	 It	 is	 significant	 that	 as	CEO	 she	












into	 a	 new	 model	 of	 organization.	 Not	 new	 tools,	 not	 a	 new	 hierarchy	 function	
supporting	 this	way	 of	work.	When	we	 really	 create	 a	more	 agile	 organization,	 in	




















working	 was	 a	 view	 of	 individuals	 as	 active	 participants	 of	 the	 environment	 where	 they	
operate.	It	is	significant	that	IBM	created	this	as	a	separate	entity	because	as	stated	“If	you	
try	 to	 change	 the	ways	of	working	and	 the	 culture	 to	agile	but	at	 the	 same	 time	keep	on	




stimulates	employee	participation	and	 feedback,	but	 also	 leads	 to	 tensions	and	 capability	
development,	 ultimately	 shifting	 deeper	 structures	 of	 organizations	 towards	 more	





Across	 the	 cases	 analyzed	 we	 saw	 that	 the	 use	 of	 social	 media	 created	 conditions	 for	
individuals	 to	 contribute	 and	 engage	 in	 meaningful	 and	 significant	 aspects	 of	 their	
organizations’	 strategies.	 Social	 media	 provided	 a	 platform	 for	 appropriating	 strategic	
content,	 but	 also	 to	 shape	 that	 content	 by	 commenting	 and	 contributing	 to	 ongoing	
discourse	 in	 their	 organization.	 The	 feedback	 systems	 embedded	 in	 social	media	 created	
structural	 conditions	 for	 individuals	 to	 become	 active	 participants	 of	 their	 own	
organizational	 settings.	 This	 is	 consistent	 with	 the	 view	 that	 strategic	 action	 involves	
individuals	 thinking	 and	 acting	 reflexively	 and	 is	 enabled	 by	 structural	 conditions	 in	 the	
organizational	 environment.	 A	 reflexive	 environment	 creates	 equal	 opportunities	 to	 all	
constituents	 for	 participation	 and	 engaging	 in	 feedback.	 Our	 analysis	 shows	 that	 the	
adoption	 of	 social	 media	 contributes	 to	 the	 creation	 of	 an	 environment	 and	 contextual	
conditions	 for	 reflexive	 behavior,	 which	 over	 time	 evolves	 to	 become	 a	 property	 of	 the	
organization	as	suggested	by	Gorli	et	al.	(2015,	p.	4):	
	
“Reflection	 thus	 becomes	 a	 collective	 ability	 to	 question	 the	 assumptions	 that	
underpin	the	organizing	process.	Although	individual	reflection	is	not	eliminated,	the	
attention	 paid	 to	 the	 organizational	 level	 stresses	 the	 impossibility	 of	 isolating	










builds	 a	 capability	 that	 “consists	 of	 a	 constant	 process	 of	 interrogation	 whereby	 we	
reconstruct	 shared	 meanings	 with	 others”	 (Gorli	 et	 al.,	 2015,	 p.	 5).	 Reflexiveness	 gives	
agency	 to	 employees	 to	 become	 actively	 included	 and	 derive	 meaning	 from	 more	
transparent	information.	
	








This	 third	 dimension,	 as	 represented	 in	 Figure	 3,	 injects	 the	 need	 for	 organizational	
capabilities	 to	 an	 otherwise	 static	 typology.	 In	 practical	 terms	 it	 represents	 the	 capability	
created	by	organizations	to	better	manage	feedback	from	individuals	(as	a	result	of	a	more	
transparent	 and	 inclusive	 environment)	 and	 use	 it	 positively	 to	 collectively	 shape	 the	
strategic	direction	of	the	organization.	This	is	consistent	with	the	view	of	strategy	as	a	form	




responsibility	 for,	 and	 constructively	 contribute	 to	 the	goals	 of	 the	 organizations	 to	which	
they	 belong”	 (Gorli	 et	 al.,	 2015,	 p.1),	 they	 call	 this	 “practical	 reflexivity”.	 As	 seen	 in	 the	
analysis	of	the	case	material	the	embedding	of	social	media	 in	the	ways	of	working	of	the	
organization	 created	 conditions	 for	 the	 emergence	 of	 feedback,	 and	 in	 some	 cases	 the	
active	 participation	 in	 significant	 aspects	 of	 the	 organizations.	 In	 this	 respect	 their	 use	
creates	the	“reflexive”	environment	that	Gorli	et	al.	(2015)	refers	to	in	their	study.	
	
We	 find	 that,	while	 social	media	 creates	 inclusiveness	 (by	 involving	more	 individuals)	 and	




features	 in	 organizations,	 reflexiveness	 is	 the	 ability	 to	 manage	 and	 appropriate	 this	
feedback	structurally	to	shape	the	direction	of	the	organization.	We	therefore	suggest	that	
increasing	 inclusiveness	 and	 transparency	 in	 strategy	 (Whittington	 et	 al.,	 2011)	 through	
social	media	 in	 organizations	 stimulates	 the	 corresponding	 development	 of	 reflexiveness.	










capability	 development	 as	 organizations	 adjust	 structurally	 to	 better	 manage	 emergent	
feedback	 from	 social	 media	 platforms.	 We	 noted	 how	 the	 normative	 structures	 shifted	
towards	open	communication	and	emergent	feedback,	gradually	also	shifting	practices	and	
behaviours.	 Figure	 4	 captures	 this	 process.	 It	 provides	 a	 dynamic	 and	 longitudinal	
representation	of	the	process	by	which	social	media	creates	conditions	to	trigger	tensions	
that	 encourage	 the	 development	 of	 new	 capabilities	 to	 better	 manage	 and	 integrate	
emergent	feedback	 in	the	functioning	of	organizations.	At	the	core	of	this	process	are	the	
tensions	characterized	earlier	 in	Figure	2.	As	discussed,	these	tensions	trigger	adjustments	
to	 the	 organization,	 rendering	 it	 more	 capable	 of	 managing	 and	 integrating	 emergent	
feedback	within	its	work	environment.	Figure	4	shows	two	juxtaposing	layers.	The	first	layer	

















it	much	closer	 to	a	“startup	 than	a	monolithic	and	sometimes	 faceless	organization”.	 This	
meant	that	individuals	performed	their	work	with	limited	supervision	but	still	as	part	of	an	
organized	 structure	 of	 on-going	 peer	 evaluation,	 reinforcing	 collectively	 agreed	
contributions,	while	at	the	same	abandoning	what	is	perceived	by	the	group	to	be	inferior	
or	low	priority.		Also,	at	Grant	Thornton	deeper	changes	to	reward	structures	and	working	
arrangements	were	 noticed,	 reflecting	 a	move	 towards	 a	 governance	model	 that	 is	more	
centred	on	 individuals	 as	owners	of	 their	work,	 and	better	 able	 to	 shape	 the	direction	of	
their	 organizations.	 Our	 study	 indicates	 that	 as	 organizations	 gain	 new	 capabilities	 to	




“…	 encourage	 social	 actors	 to	 see	 themselves	 as	 agents	 and	 as	 authors	 of	 the	
organizations	and	institutions	in	which	they	live.	In	other	words,	practical	reflexivity	
is	 closely	 linked	 to	 the	 pursuit,	 enhancement	 and	 development	 of	 organizational	
authorship.”		
	
It	 is	 the	 subtle	but	gradual	 shift	 in	agency	 towards	 individuals	as	 “stewards”	of	 their	own	
paths	 that	 cumulatively	 shift	 the	 structures	 of	 the	 organization	 towards	what	 Hernandez	
(2012,	p.175)	describes	as	“stewardship”.	She	argues	that	individuals	can	“collectively	create	
feedback	 loop	 processes	 to	 systematically	 shift	 organizational	 governance	 from	 agency	
towards	stewardship”	(p.	172).		
	
While	 Hernandez	 does	 not	 empirically	 explore	 these	 feedback	 loop	 processes,	 our	 study	
offers	practical	examples	of	how	participative	social	media	may	offer	such	dynamics	in	the	
workplace,	 ultimately	 leading	 to	 what	 Hernandez	 suggests	 is	 a	 culture	 and	 normative	
environment	where	“an	affective	sense	of	connection	with	others	prompts	individuals	to	feel	
compelled	 to	 positively	 influence	 the	 collective”	 (p.	 175).	 Moving	 towards	 a	 stewardship	
model	 reflects	 this	 progression	 towards	 giving	 individuals	 greater	 ability	 to	 participate	 in	






and	 represents	 the	 aggregated	 effect	 of	 new	 capability	 development.	 This	 reflects	 the	
progression	 from	 organizing	 strategic	 activity	 around	 processes	 that	 optimize	 employee	











that	 organizations	 (including	 their	 leadership)	 respond	 to	 these	 tensions	 and	 learn	 to	





latent	 ways	 of	 undertaking	 strategy	 and	 the	 new	 levels	 of	 inclusive,	 transparent	 and	
participative	work	enabled	by	 social	media.	We	argue	 that	 the	use	of	 social	media	within	
organizations	generates	emergent	feedback	loops	that	create	new	and	higher	expectations	
and	 norms	 of	 participation,	 ultimately	moving	 organizations	 to	 become	more	 centred	 on	
individuals’	 abilities	 to	 contribute	 to	 organizational	 life.	 We	 suggest	 that	 adopting	
participative	 practices	 and	 becoming	 more	 reflexive	 create	 conditions	 for	 organizational	
authorship,	and	a	shift	towards	stewardship	governance	(Hernandez,	2012)	where	strategy	
is	increasingly	jointly	owned	by	organizational	actors	who	feel	responsible	for	the	collective,	
rather	 than	 disengaged	 employees	 operating	 by	 following	 norms	 and	 procedures.	 We	
suggest	 that	 the	adoption	of	 social	media	and	 the	embedding	of	participative	practices	 in	
the	 structure	 of	 organizations	 creates	 conditions	 for	 strategy	 to	 become	 shared	 and	
collectively	 owned;	 one	 which	 positions	 many	 more	 organizational	 actors	 as	 strategy	
practitioners.		
	
The	 interlinked	 nature	 of	 these	 areas	 reemphasizes	 the	 importance	 of	 forging	 a	 joint	
Information	 Systems	 –	 Strategy	 agenda	 for	 research	 and	 practice	 (Whittington,	 2014).	 As	
discussed,	there	is	much	potential	for	social	media	to	revolutionize	strategizing	as	an	open	
activity	where	 stakeholders	 participate	 or	 take	 ownership	 of	 strategy	 content.	Our	 study,	
thus,	 contributes	 to	 the	 literature	 on	 open	 strategy	 by	 advancing	 our	 understanding	 of	
emergent	new	arrangements	in	who	is	involved	in	strategy	(practitioners)	using	what	tools	
(artefacts)	 and	 how	 it	 is	 performed	 (praxis)	 ultimately	 detecting	 the	 emergence	 of	 new	
professional	practices	in	this	field	(Whittington,	2006,	Whittington	et	al.,	2011,	Whittington	
et	al.,	2006).	We	also	contribute	to	the	Information	Systems	Strategy	literature	by	reflecting	
on	 the	 role	of	and	 impact	of	 ICTs	 such	as	 social	media	 in	organizational	 strategizing	 (e.g.,	
Chen	 et	 al.,	 2010,	 Galliers,	 2011,	 Marabelli	 and	 Galliers,	 2016),	 and	 their	 role	 in	 the	
development	 of	 new	 organizational	 capabilities	 (e.g.,	 Peppard	 and	 Ward,	 2004)	 but	 in	
particular	 to	 the	growing	 literature	that	considers	social	media	use	 in	 the	workplace	 (e.g.,	
Huang	et	al.,	2013,	Leonardi	et	al.	2013).	We	also	contend	that	this	study	informs	practice:	
the	 more	 we	 know	 of	 the	 tensions	 and	 capabilities	 arising	 from	 social	 media	 and	
participative	 platforms	 in	 the	workplace,	 the	 better	 placed	 senior	management	will	 be	 in	
leveraging	these	new	phenomena.	
	
The	 study	 raises	 several	 important	 interrelated	challenges	 for	 future	 research,	 including	a	
reinvigoration	of	the	role	played	by	employees	in	defining	strategy	content.	Further,	and	as	
we	have	argued,	 the	 features	of	 social	media,	coupled	with	 reflexive	agents	and	modified	
governance	 structures,	 render	 both	 the	 practice	 and	 content	 of	 strategy	 contested	 and	
negotiable.	 A	 further	 strand	 of	 investigation	 could	 thus	 focus	 on	 the	 interrelationship	






our	 study	 concerns	 precisely	 how	 employees	 should	 participate	 in	 strategy	 using	 social	
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